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ABSTRACT 

This chronological review of research and educational 
literature traces the growth in the,use of standardized and locally 
developed assessment instruments in community colleges -over the past 
deCade. The literature review covers the following aspects of the 
issue~©f student assessment: (1) studies from the early 1970’s 
showing a negative attitude toward testing among California community 
colleges, and the predominance of the American College Testing 
Program (ACT) tests among colleges that did assess their students; 

(2) the increased incidence of mandatory testing programs; (3) the 
increase in the use of locally developed tests; and (4) the expansion 
of the skill areas being tested and the'purposes for which the test 
scores were used. (3B) v * ' 
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ENTRANCE ASSESSMENT AT COMMUNITY COLLEGES': 

A DECADE OF CHANGE 

With the increasing demand for accountability in 

education, a major change in entrance'procedures is t*k ing 

place in community colleges. Although many such colleges 

* « 
had practically eliminated entrance assessment in the past 

« f • \ w 

decade, interest, has recently grown dramatically in finding 
• * 

test- instruments that will .effectively predict how students • 

*/ * 
will perform in college. In many* states, the two-year' , 

* 

colleges are moving, toward mandatory entrance testing; 




in some-of these states such testing has even been 

legislated (Rounds, 1383). 

i ... ~ 

' , The negative attitude towards tests a$ the 

%■ % . • j 

beginning .of* the 1970's is revealedrin several suryeyj^ofc 

" * 

^usage that were piade in 1973. For example, Clarkes 1973 
survey of assessment practices fn 77 community colleges.; 
in California found- 24' indicating no testing, and Clark 
concluded: ' "The direction now seems to be ’no test 
required,’" with colleges using a ^variety of other 
information for placement*—if indeed they placed—from 
high schoo\ records to"special courses to counselor or • 

^ % . 9 

teacher judgment. In-addition, Cl^rk (197,jJb) found consider'-- 

i . • - . 

able dissatisfaction voiced bj* 1 schools that di-d use tests. 

J - ' . • % '2 " 

. Forty-six fchools (60 percent) used the ACT, but A, 

. •..." M •• * ‘ < -. 

"only .33 percent of, -the%jLisers wer^ satisfied with it, and 

• 4 . • V . . __ ^ .y ' - ' 

■ m a __V r n it xt. L j __- V L. v ’•* 
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plannee* to change instruments. Thirty-six colleges (18 

* ' « 

percent') indicated they used th.e SAT; again, only 33 per-, t 

% • * 

oent were satisfied with it. Fifty- five percent of 'the 

27 ushers of the SCAT were satisfied. Overall, the 

* - s ' • 

satisfaction with all the instruments used was oh 1y about 1 

• * ^ 

• * • u 

-* k 

35 percent; however, 19 percent did not respond to tl^e 
question.'. Clark indicated that most of the dissatisfaction 
seemed to stem from the -tests' perceived .poor use for 

p* . . » 

English placement, the major-purpose * of entrance.assessment. 

In another 1973 study, specifically focusing ©n 

English 'placement practices at California community 

colleges, Becker received responses from 62”colleges. 

, • * ~v 

4 . « 

, .***•* 

Thirteen'pq^cent used, no do^m of placement; 'Forty-eight 

of the schools (89 ^erdent responding to' this question)- 

indicated use of an objective?” ex&m for ^placement, and 43 .’ 

. x * * * 

percent* used botH an objective exaitt apd a sample essay; 

7 percent *uSed only an essay. The'test with the highest 

• . V 

• use for placement was the ACT, with 36 percent using it; 

Y7 perceqt u^ed the SCAT; only 13 percent* used- the SAT. \ .* 

• ■ ‘ \ 

• . J '* 

OnJ^ 35 percent.indicated they were satisfied with the' \ 

51 * . —' v ..-. ' \ ‘ ^ 

effectiveness of the exams, with another 17 percent saying \ 
they were, 7somewhat" .sa.tlsfiedj 25 percent were not \ ^ 

" ■ ■ • . 1 . .. ■ v \; 

satisf ied, £nd another 23 percent did not respond. " ’ ",''V 

' . '-f .- .- ; , v ;. *- . . ✓ ' 

Although only-lfii^schoois (26 percent) said they V \j \ 

* ■ . c*4* . V ..-T 4 . . ^ 

gave students at reading test, $Q colleges mentioned use 

o€ a specific readjLug-^cest^ an another part of the.questida^C; $ 
naire. Of this group,;13 -schools ( 33 pe*<beht j - .used•' the-y'JriHS® 
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A third 19/3 survey ol California community colleges 
specifically examined Remedial programs (Ainge); this study 
received responses from those responsible lor the .remedial 
reading programs in 62 schools. Ainge found that 32 

r t, 

colleges (52 percent) indicated use of the SAT, a much • 
higher figure than found by Becker, but comparable to 

Clack's data, ^The SCAT was used by 25 schools (40-percent; 

■* / 


again, closer to Clark's 'data than Becker 1 s^V^" Seventeen 
•schools (27 percent) said they used the Cooperative English 


Tesj, and eight (13 percent) used the Nelson-Der.ny Reauingt- 


Test. ' * .' 

4 

%. 

In a study of North Carol ina• s,' and Virginia's 1974 
assessment practices, Ford and Campos (1977) found there * 
were almost as many programs and methods- as there were 
sfchools. Most were concerned with identifying students 


functioning below college level in math and English- 

Walters* 1975 survey of English assessment in 64 


California community colleges determined that 48 schools 
(64 •p'ercent) were using a standardized test for English 
placement, down slightly from Baker's data. The;most 
• commdnly .used instrument was the Cooperative English Test. 
Half of these 48 schools also required a writing sample; 


and 7 ( U’percent) used only a writing sample. 

,p\ . | - \ _ \ 

A*1978 survey of Washingtoir state community colleges 


by Venneri provided some significant differences from th? 
earlier •'surveys, both in percent of test users and in types 
of instruments chosen. This .difference may inflect 


' \ 
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different preferences^!* geographical* areas. but no douot - - 

. . . • V r ' v*V ■' - • • •. . is./ 4 
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a ] scv, rollocts changes in instriinente available and f in 

testing philosophy. => ^ 

' - / 

The Washington study found that all but three of 

the state’s 27 community colleges <89 percent) .required 

testing for placement or advising. The state-developed 

Washington College PIacement. Test was used by 18 schools 

(67 pe rcerrt -th^-SAT -by-8 1 Oe-perxrent), the ACT by 8(30^ 

/ *. • • 
percent), and the .SCAT by ojjily 1 school. The Comparative 

Guidance and Placement Program (new in the ’70s) was in 

use by only 5 schools (19 percent), and the Test of Stan- 

•- . , ' **■ • • 

dard Writing Skills (which had been introduced in 1975) ' 
was used by only one school. Nine schools (33 percent) 
used a'^Tocally designed writing 1 ' test, and standardized 
reading tests of various kinds wer^ used by nine schools. 
Venneri (1978) concluded that use of locally- 

m 

? ' 
designed tests was increasing. He also fountl that the 

most frequent use of the placement data was for English 

cl asseswith 78 percent of; the schools using a cut-off 

point for English placement, whfle only 17 percent used 

a cut-off score for mathematics placement. Fifty-two 

0 s 

percent had mandatory placement in English and ?7. percent 

in math. . ' . ’ . 

• * * " 

' Rpueche and Snow, ^who conducted a national survey 

* 0 , n . ** . " * 

of 139 community colleges in 1977, found 83 percent ; 

indicated they offered- diagnostic or assessment services," 
although it w^s^not clear what percent o^ students used . 

•these services. Of these colleges 37; .4- percent used the 

• ■■■■■■* ... . _ - ‘ r * ‘ X 
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was used by 41 percent^whi 1 e a majority, 51.8 percent, 
alsp used locally designed tests. 

Man-gum’s 1979 study found tl\at 25 of 88 responding 
Cal ifornia -community colleges, less than a third, required 
assessment for mathematics. Forty-four (50 percent) 

Required an English placement test. 

<9 V 

•Manspeaker, in a 1980 survey of assessment practices 
at Oregon's 13"community colleges, found that, although 
locally-designed tests were in use, the majority^of 
Oregon's schools used published materials, with the CGP 
having- the roost use. The NDRT'was also used by many. 

In Fall, 1981, T 4 community cbil.qges in northern 
,, California joined to form LARC, thd Learning, Assessment, 

and Retention Consortium,.to share their data and work 

"* . •• 

together to improve their assessment and retention 

< 4 V • 

strategies. In addition to pooli-ng their data, they planned 

. ii 

to develop an assessment model for use by the Consortium. 

The results of their initial study reflected the wide- 

f - * • 

spread diversity.among test users. ^ ^ 

A survey of 1980 practices by this group, of colleges 

* * ... ■ 

indicates that testing was mandatory for'English placement 
in five of the 14.schools, -and advised in four. v Reading 

assessment, mativ assessment, and testing for English as 

• * ; . - 

a Second Language were mandatory in only two of the 
schools.^ Two schools also required assessment for auto- 
motive technology courses, and two 


for business courses;.Only'one required a 






km 








iHI 


test. 




g 


C i .'Z 



The only reading tests mentioned more than once were the 

* ' i 

Nelson-Denny, used in five schools, and the Davis, used 
in two. . ^ 

. i In writing assessment, six schools used locally 

K ' .V • 

developed tests, and other tests were each mentioned once 

only. Four ESL'tests were named, in .addition to the t.w{, . 

* • 

locally developed tests used by two schools; three.schools 


mentioned the Michigan Test of English Language "aind 
4 4 

Performance. Eignt schools indicated some mathematics ** 

testing, with three of those using a college-developed - 7 -* 

% 

test. Two schools used the Cooperative Mathematics Test, 

* • ..-•* 4 

and three others are mentioned once (LARC t 1D82). 

• A • 

. Ramey's survey of 29 Florida community colleges 

t « 

(1981) found that 7 of the &1 colleges that assessed for . 

1 

reading skills used the Nelson-Denny (24.1 percent of the 
total), and 6 campuses used a locally-designed instrument 

" • % * ■ S 

(20.7 percent). -Fifteen of the schools assessed English 

• N 4 ' 

writing ability of entering students', and 8 of* these (27\.6 
percent of the total) used a locally-developed instrument. 
Of the six colleges,using a standardized instrument, three 

I • ' V * 

used the CGP. General English usage was assessed in 19 
of the colleges, 11 of which us<£a a standardized test. 

The most often named were the ACT and the CGP, each used 

■ . * * .. » ' s ■ ■ 

by four colleges. —C 

~ -*•••• 4 • .. • • •• ,, '•*; v - ;% 

Ramey’ found tha%\24 ♦colleges (82.9 pere^hil; 

they assessed mathetaaticS skills of entering students. \ \ 

*•'. ■■ ^ •:*'*' -^V--/V-.v ' '' 
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standardized test, *ith the ACT used by 4 schools and the 

S ‘ 

CGP used py 3.’ Nine campuses (31 .percent) used a campus- 
developed -instrument. 

In an qhpublished study of English placement tests. 

/ ' 

Mognis (1982)/reported responses from English departments 

- i 

l 

in 99-California community colleges. Only four of those 

• / 

respondents indicated nq use of a placement test. 

' ** 

Tliose responding could name more than one placement 

i * 

instrument. Forty-nine, or 49 percent of those answering^ 
indicated they used some type of written sample, from para¬ 
graph to^ essay. There was a w.ide range of general tests, 

r >* 

r> 

with-9 users of the SAT (9 percent of the total), 8 users 

* 

of the SCAT (8 percent), 7 users of the ACT (7 percent), 

* *' 

an0 6 each using the CET and CGP (6 percent each). Five 

# 

coLieges each reported usiifg the Nelson-Denny and the. TSWE 

(5 percent each); 3 used the Stanford Test of Academic 

• * v 

Skills (3 percent), and 36 reported using a wide variety 
of miscellaneous tests* Some of the placement test^f^ took 
place, at entrance and some occurred in classrooms. 

The recent report of the CaiifowaidrJPostsecondary • 
Education Committee’s report on remedial education (CPEC,Wws 
1983) k indicated that 59 percent of 101 conmdhit^ colleges 

*'*•“'* ■ .v •; •5^:!'’, - ,.' 4/ 'f : ' ; ^V,V r/.,. 

required assessment in writing, alt hough reading, assess- ; s . 

nfent tended to be voluntary. It stated that there were ^ir-1 

V ' V ; 

•nearly as many procedures and Instruments as there wer« } ' ^ 

‘ sy' 
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Rounds' 1983 survey of 99 California community 

colleges (94 percent of the total) found that 85 colleges 

(86 percent) required’or recommended assessment for English 
• - 

' ,• * 

placement, with 55 of,those colleges requiring it. 'Of 

* ‘ «' 

those *5, 13 col lege’bvused locally developed instruments, 

9 used the Cooperative English, and 4 each used the 
Comparative .Guidance and. Placement (CGP.), t the Nelson-Denny, 
the SCAT, and the Test of Standard Written English. . 

Other miscellaneous tests were used by 1or 2 colleges. 

None required the ACT, and only 1 required the SAT. 

. Reading assessment was required by 32 colleges and 

recommended by 43,' for a total of 75 (76 percent). For 

• *- 

\ ’ * 

the colleges requiring, reading assessment, the Nelson-Denny 

• * 

. « 

was used by 10 colleges, the Coop and the Davis by 4 eacb. 
None required the ACT or SAT. Only 2 colleges required 

a* locally-enveloped reading test. 

. - «. * * - „ '• • ' ■ •' • . . 

Twenty—five colleges required math assessment, ^with 

42 recommending it, for a total of 67 (67 percent). Ten of 

V. • . 

* ;. ■ • '• . ■ ,A ' 

those requiring math assessment used locally-developed 

tests, 5 used the SCAT, and 3 used the Coop. None required 

-• •. ^ ;v •; v "i . ; \ v ' f 

ACT or»SA^. 




The^yaried ISvels of usage and lack, real consieteno^rf 
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in choices was indication tfcere was lit’tle agreement as to 

■ v . > • : ♦? j-o -rTr- . ; T * 1/ f 

"which insf rumenfe \were. effeetIve .with •• cenaidtl college.? ; .• 
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with the majority of community college students. Many of 

the* respondents indicated, however, that the assessment 

* * « 

. , % 

programs at their campuses were undergoing major evaluation 

and that significant changes were probably underway. Some 

* 

expeyssed a need for more information and opportunity for 
information exchange with their colleagues. 

Recognizing the concerns as well as the growing 

* 1 • • 

» 

market, in 1984 both ACT and ETS had moved to providffe. uew 

♦ 

tests especially for community college students, with ACT’S 
Asset being piloted in Southern California and ETS's new 
test now available. In addition,.ETS has a new diagnostic 
testy to be taken, at the computer, using branching questions, 
still being developed. 

In the meantime, the Chancellor’s Office of the 
California Community College 'System is..also piloting its 
Matriculation project, and it seems fairly clear that the 
nation’s largest community college system will soon follow 
the leads of such states as Florida, Georgia, and New Jersey 

' , . * • - & j 

in mandating entrance assessment. The Age of Assessment is 

* 

*■ . 

upon us. * - . 
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